CHAPTER XX

CATHERINE  DE'   MEDICI

Born 1519   (Married 1533 ) Died 1589

(2) THE LAST THIRTY YEARS OF HER LIFE

THE period on which we now enter is a strange one, full of
the most violent contrasts. The latter half of the sixteenth
century in France is a time when all the elements of tragic
drama are at their height. Only the music of a Wagner could
do it justice. Rivers of blood flow. Lives are thrown away for
a bagatelle. "Balls alternate with massacres." At one moment
thunder, lightning, and dark clouds; at the next a blue sky,
the soft sound of music, and sunshine amidst gardens of
roses..Stilettos ornamented with pearls. French gaiety and
wit even in the midst of terror and death. One thing only
stable, a universal courage. Such are the characteristics of
an epoch in which two streams, the barbarism of the Middle
Ages and the refinement of more modern times, met in a
conflict of tossing waves before the former was finally over-
come by the latter.

The women of this period are peculiar to their time, dif-
fering entirely from those of any other century; and properly
to appreciate any one of them we have to realise the excep-
tional atmosphere in which they lived, and of which they
formed so prominent a part. Fearless, capable, learned, vi-
vacious, full of energy and common-sense, half Pagan and
half Christian, deeply religious at one moment and at an-
other consulting astrologers and purchasing love potions,
riding like Amazons, fond of danger and dressing, music and
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